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WHY YOU HAVE A FAMILY NAME AND WHAT IT MEANS 


Primitive personal names doubtless originated soon after the 
invention of spoken language, in the dark ages long preceding recorded 
history. For thousands of years thereafter first or given names were 
the only designations that men and women bore; and at the dawn of 
historic times, when the world was less crowded than it is today anda 
every man knew his neighbor, one title of address was sufficient. 

Only gradually, with the passing centuries and the increasing complex— 
ity of civilized society, did a need arise for more specific designa- 
tions. While the roots of our system of family names may be traced 
back to early civilized times, actually the hereditary surname as we 
know it today dates from scarcely more than nine hundred years ago. 


A surname is a name added to a baptismal or given name for the 
purposes of making it more specific and of oe family relation-— 





ship or descent. Classified according to origin, most surnames fall 
into four general groups: (1) those formed from the given name of the 
sires (2) these arising from bodiin er persenal charasterist ee 
those dorived from locality or plase of residence: and (4) those de- 
rived from occupation. It is easier to understand the story of the 
development of our institution of surnames if these classifications 


are borne in mind. 


As early as Biblical times certain distinguishing appellations 
were occasionally employed in addition to the given name, as, for 
instance, Joshua the son of Nun, Azariah the son of Nathan, Judas of 
Galilee, and Simon the Zealot. In ancient Greece a daughter was named 
after her father, as Chryseis, daughter of Chryces; and a son's name 
was often an enlarged form of his father's, as Hieronymus, son of 
Hiero. The Romans, with the rise of their civilization, met the need 
for hereditary designations by inventing a complex system whereby 
every patrician took several names. Nono of them, however, exactly 
corresponded to surnames as we know them, for the "clan name", al- 
though hereditary, was piven also to slaves and other dependents. 
This system proved to be but a temporary innovation; the overthrow of 
the Western Empire by barbarian invaders brought about its end and a 
reversion to the primitive custom of a single name. 


